Knowledge and quality as the factors of the business operations and competitiveness promotion -research results from Serbia
Znanje i kvalitet kao faktori unapređenja poslovanja i konkurentnosti -rezultati istraživanja iz Srbije
Introduction
The paper presents the research that analyzes the impact of knowledge and quality aspects on the promotion of business operations and competitiveness of Serbian companies, and their mutual relations. Knowledge was always at the heart of the economic growth (Kahin and Foray, 2006) . The importance of knowledge, as the key factor of competitiveness is increasing. The new paradigm of the human resources management is focused on creation of the corporative, productive, flexible and innovative working environment, which acknowledges the human resources value in the weighing of the buyers' needs and realization of the strategic business goals (Bhat, 2010) . The research is aimed at ascertaining how much companies comprehend the importance of this resource, how much they care for the development of their employees and promotion of their competences. The education on quality and its promotion should, without any doubt, be observed in parallel. The implementation of the quality standard in a company does not enable the business performances improvement and does not bring significant effects, unless professional training and education, and rising of awareness on achieving quality are set as the common goal at the same time. Through knowledge creation and quality management, one realizes the complementary and independent impact on the organizational performances through the process of the organized learning (Choo, Linderman and Schroeder, 2007b) . The basic goals of the management of knowledge and quality are the same -to create the organizational knowledge that can lead to the improvement that promotes competitiveness (Linderman et al, 2004; Loke et al, 2011; Ribière and Khorramshahgol, 2004) .
Literature review
The key factors for achieving competitiveness are knowledge and quality. Knowledge management is a core competency for firms in the era of knowledge-based economies (Chon and, Chong. 2009; Grant and BadenFuller, 2004; Johannessen and Olsen, 2003) . By improving its knowledge, a company creates a favorable environment for carrying out the quality system successful managing, which is certainly the precondition for competitiveness development in the global environment. In order to make knowledge the resource of competitive advantage, the companies have to coordinate the strategy of knowledge improvement with business strategy (Choo et al, 2007b) . The economic growth in the developed countries, presented as scientific and technical knowledge, was used for raising labour productivity and other productive inputs. The systematic use of knowledge and science to produce goods and services increased very much the value of education and training of the employees (International Labour Organization, 2008) . According to the research (Van Hemer and Nijkamp, 2011) , the key factors in the developed countries are predominantly high technologies, innovations and development, high quality of human capital and knowledge advancing. According to other authors (Jha and Joshi, 2007) , the business environment entered the knowledge era, where knowledge translates as power, while quick learning and competence become strong tendency for success. The aim of successful knowledge advancing is the business operations improvement (Jennex et al, 2009 ). Zack et al. (Zack, McKeen and Singh, 2009 ) established a positive direct relationship between knowledge management practices and organizational performance. Schein (2002) noted the difficulty in establishing a learning organization although knowledge is known to be a powerful source of firms' competitiveness.
Since knowledge management has its roots in numerous allied areas for the enhancement of business operations, this also applies for quality management, reengineering process, the information systems and human resources development. Many organizations found tensions between the applications oriented to knowledge and the execution of organizational changes (Moffett, McAdam and Parkinson, 2003) . According to some authors (Akdere, 2009 ), the quality management applies knowledge management as one of its basic components. The knowledge management is the key element in the process of attaining business excellence. Without the knowledge change in the organization, the quality management can not achieve positive effects. Hung et al. (2010) showed that TQM is a mediator in the relationship between knowledge management and innovation. In contrast, Molina et al. (Molina, Llorens-Montes and Ruiz-Moreno, 2007) considered knowledge transfer as a mediator between TQM and performance. While some researchers considered knowledge management as a facilitator of TQM (Barber, Munive-Hernandez and Keane, 2006; other scholars regarded TQM as an antecedent of knowledge management (Colurcio, 2009; Jayawarna and Holt, 2009; Lin and Wu, 2005 ).
The quality management generates the organizational culture of confidence and division, which motivates the employees' commitment and the identification of the particular objectives, which spurs the quality promotion and knowledge creation to motivate innovations (Hung et al, 2011) . Because of constant improvement, the quality praxis alleviates the other management praxis as the organizational learning (Ruiz-Moreno, Gracia-Morales and Lorens- Montes, 2005) . This learning in the praxis of quality management is considered as the means that enables the companies to research new markets and contribute to their competitive advantage (Crossan, Lane and White, 1999) . The quality management is connected with the theoretically founded organizational knowledge through its processes of continuing endeavor investment, cooperative knowledge creation, and adaption to the consumers' changes and needs (Chiles and Choi, 2000) . The effective quality improvement depends on the influence of the organization on the cognitive processes of its members, and presents the problems as possibilities for learning (Choo et al, 2007b) .
The implementation effects of the quality system on the business operations are confirmed in many researches. They show the strong impact on the improvement of the business performances, production quality and total competitiveness (Ruzevicius, Aomatiene and Sirvidaite, 2004) , while other researchers (Saizarbitoria, Landín and Fa, 2006) found higher participation of the employees and their motivation, as well greater clients' satisfaction. By improving business performances, the company becomes more competitive through the improvement of quality, delivery, flexibility and reducing expenses (Bruce and Chen, 2007) .
The research results among large Slovenian companies show that the systematic use of quality approaches and tools as well as taking part in the award process including external assessment, has a positive effect on the development of TQM principles, organizational performance and financial results (Kern, Gomišček and Kljajić, 2014) . According to the research conducted among Serbian companies (Spasojević Brkić et al, 2013) , only quality tools for reviewing current condition (for decision making) have an important impact on financial performance measures. Some findings suggest that the cancelled ISO 9001 certificate could be understood as an early external signal indicating possible business problems in the organization (Alič, 2014) .
The research methodology
The research was conducted in the Republic of Serbia from December 1 st , 2013 to May 1 st , 2014. The data were collected by electronic means with the help of an e-mail survey and by field surveys. A methodologically adapted questionnaire was created for the research. Besides general data, it contained the questions concerning the evaluation level of the company's business operations, the readiness of the company to invest into knowledge, the importance of training and employees' development and the rating of the considered quality aspects.
The size of the statistical sample presents main limitation of this research, while its originality lies in key results presenting the current state of Serbian economy at the time.
The targeted group in the research were the companies engaged in production, or services that conduct their business on the territory of the Republic of Serbia and the business operations based on the quality standard application (in the first place ISO 9001, and then also ISO 14001, OHSAS 18001, HACCP and others).
The research objective was to establish the relations between the quality aspects of the business operations level and competitiveness, and the readiness of the company to invest into knowledge, training and development of the employees in improving the quality aspects.
This research sets the following hypotheses: -H1. By quality improvement, consciousness development and by including all the employees in quality achieving, a higher level of business operations and competitiveness of a company is being ensured. -H2. Readiness of the company to invest into knowledge and to recognize the significance of professional training and development will enable the improvement of business operations quality.
The research structure
The size of the statistical sample is 140 companies, which includes 7.1 % of micro, 31.4% of small, 32.1 % of medium, and 29.3% of large companies. According to the data (The ISO Survey), the number of ISO 9001 certified companies in Serbia was 2366 in 2013, while the size of the statistical sample represented 6% of all certified companies. Table 1 provides the results of the descriptive statistics for the questions that show the achieved level of the company business operations and company competitiveness, the importance of company improvement of business operations, the significance of professional training and development, and recognition of quality aspects in the company. The table contains the variables abbreviations, which will be used further in the paper. Table 2 presents the research data relating to the seat and the proprietary structure of the company. Table 3 presents questions that show the company's relation to the employees from the training aspect, specialized training and raising awareness on achieving quality. 
Correlation and regressive analysis
On the basis of the correlation among the evaluation of level of business operations, knowledge improvement and quality aspects in Serbian companies, we shall prove the assigned hypotheses. We confirm H2 on the basis of the next correlations:
RIK and Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 TDE and Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6
In the companies, which have high technological level of business operations and which improve their technical -technological base of the business operations, there is obviously significant correlation between the considered quality aspects. The companies, which focus on improvement of business operations based on new equipment and modern technologies, have to be ready to adequately guide their employees, regarding the quality enhancement. The employees are being motivated to participate in teamwork, to actively execute constant improvements, and that their tasks are coordinated with the quality program. The companies that recognize the significance of the human resources and permanent professional training and improvement, raise the awareness of their employees on achieving the quality as personal responsibility of every individual, on active execution of constant enhancements, as well on the emphasis of teamwork among the employees. In such companies, the training system is coordinated with the quality programs, and the employees are included in defining of the executive plans and objectives. The positive and significant correlation exists between the considered quality aspects and the achieved competitiveness level. The companies, which are ready to improve the system of quality management, on the basis of the standardized quality of business operations and the adequate training and improvement of the employees on the standard execution, impact the increase of competitive capabilities of the company on the market. The mentioned relations confirm the hypothesis 1, i.e. quality improvement, raising awareness and including all employees in quality achievement process, enable higher level of business operations and company competitiveness.
The companies that demonstrated their capability to invest in knowledge recognized quality as the factor of business operations improvement. It is confirmed by the correlation between these companies and the training significance, and professional development and the considered quality aspects. The correlation may be considered as significant one, but not for all aspects. Namely, the variable that relates to the quality as the personal responsibility of all the employees is omitted, while the impact on the other quality aspects is evident. These relations confirm the hypothesis 2, i.e. the company's readiness to invest in knowledge, professional training and development will enable the improvement of business operations quality.
The cited hypotheses will be confirmed once more through the relation among the level of business operations, knowledge improvement and quality aspects considered in the companies where the awareness of quality achieving is developed and in those where it isn't. Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics of the relations of the considered variables with the companies which claimed that they developed the awareness of achieving quality with the employees, and with the companies which answered negatively. Table 6 and 7 present the correlation among the level of business operations, knowledge improvement and quality aspects and the relation between the company and its employees regarding awareness raising on quality achievement. Given the presented results of correlation, H1 can be confirmed on the basis of the next correlation between the companies that raise employees' awareness on quality achievement:
ETL and Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 EET and Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 ECL and Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 SBI and Q1, Q2
We confirm H2 on the basis of the next correlation:
RIK and Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 TDE and Q2, Q4, Q5 Q6
For companies that did not raise employees' awareness on quality achievement, we confirm H1 on the basis of the negative correlation:
SBI and Q3, Q6
The observed relations between the achieved level of business operations and quality aspects, as well the company's readiness to invest in knowledge and quality aspects, show a positive and significant correlation among the considered variables. Given the relation between the training significance and professional development and quality aspects, there is no significant correlation between all observed quality variables. This confirms once more the fact that Serbian companies did not conduct the adequate training or professional development. In companies that raised awareness on quality achievement, there is an important relation between the significance of business operations enhancement and the observed aspects of quality: quality as personal responsibility of all the employees and they actively execute constant improvements. This confirms the fact that the companies, which are ready to perform professional improvement and raise awareness on quality achievement, recognize the importance of quality as the factor for business operations enhancement. In such companies, the employed are actively included in the process of quality creation and continuing execution of constant improvements. Only with such philosophy on business operations and awareness of all employees, a company can adapt to the challenges of the changeable market and improve its competitive position.
When the relations of the observed variables are analyzed in the companies where awareness of quality performance is not being developed, the adverse correlations can be noticed. In these companies, the relations among the attained level of business relations, the quality aspects, and the competitiveness of the company to invest in knowledge and quality aspects, indicate the significant correlation only for the next observed quality variables: the employees are included in defining the executive plans and objectives and the training system is coordinated with the developing objectives of the company. The relation between the training importance, the development of employees and the quality aspects represents a significant correlation only for the observed variable that the training system is coordinated with the developing objectives of the company. In the companies that do not develop the awareness of quality achieving, the training and development of the employees regarding the improvement of the observed quality aspects obviously don't exist. In such companies, the employees are forced to specialize and learn on their own in order to follow the changes that happen in business operations. In such a business environment, the employees are not motivated to execute constant improvements actively and to take part in quality attaining. Considering this, the companies are not able to reach a high level of business operations and competitiveness. In such companies, the dissatisfaction among the employees appears. The negative correlation between the significance of the improvement of business operations and the observed quality variables also confirms that the employees are included in defining the executive plans and objectives and that the training system is in accordance with the company's developing objectives.
The regressive method examined the contribution of the independent variables Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 for total R regression square with the independent variables ETL, EET, ECL, RIK TDE. On the basis of the regression model, as it is represented in the figure 1, one can see that the quality aspects are the best predictors of the level of business operations competitiveness (R 2 =0,403) of Serbian companies. Therefore, the highest impact on the improvement of competitiveness capability is exercised by the enhancement of quality aspects, i.e., the quality explains 40.3% variations of the level of companies' competitiveness.
The greatest impact on the competitive level is showed by the next variables: Q1 (quality as personal responsibility of all employees), Q4 (the tasks of the employees are adapted to the quality program), Q5 (the employees are motivated for teamwork for quality improvement), Q6 (the training system is coordinated with company's development objectives). Variable Q6 has the greatest impact on the next variables EET (level of investment in training), RIK (company's readiness to invest in knowledge), variable Q2 (the employees actively execute constant improvements) has the greatest impact on the variable EET (level of investment in training), while the variable Q3 (the employees are included in defining the executive plans and objectives) has the greatest impact on the variable ETL (technological level of business operations). None of the observed variables Q1, Q2, Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 exhibited an impact on the companies which did not recognize the significance of training and of the employees development.
Figure 1. The regression model of the influence of quality aspects on the level of business operations and enhancement of knowledge in the companies in Serbia
Source: author calculation All R 2 values are statistically important. The observed quality aspects show the greatest importance in promoting competitiveness, while they show the least significant effect on professional training and development. This emphasizes the fact that quality contributes to competitiveness promotion. However, without adequate education and rasing awareness on quality achievement, it will be hard to reach a higher level of business operation. If a company wants to improve its competitiveness and its business operations, the employees have to be trained in accordance with the quality program and focused on teamwork and quality achievement as a common goal.
Conclusion
The scientific contribution of the presented research is being reflected in establishing the significance of knowledge and quality in the improvement of business operations and competitiveness of the companies in Serbia. The above mentioned is necessary, so that they could realize better market position in the international frames of business operations. Moreover, the mentioned researches show that it is necessary to raise employees' awareness on quality achievement as the factor of business operations improvement. It is of exceptional importance for Serbian companies to realize that it is necessary to change the way and the philosophy of business operations in the future.
The research results can be useful to Serbian managers, but also to other small economies and developing countries which face the same problems in business operations of their companies. This research can help managers and researchers be better informed on the role and significance of the improvement of knowledge and qualities for the achieved level of business operations and competitiveness. Managers can use the results of this research to provide the employees with adequate aspects of training and development in order to improve the analyzed quality aspects. It would cause higher level of competitiveness of business operations. Besides that, managers can, on the basis of the results, realize the significance in companies that raised employees' awareness on achieving quality, as well as in companies with dissatisfied employees, if they are asked to actively execute the quality system although they are not adequately trained for it. The results of this research can help foreign researchers, which want to invest their capital in the Serbian companies. These results provide them with the insight in the companies' attitude toward the employees and their readiness to invest in human capital during training, improvement and development of awareness of achieving quality.
The researchers established a relation among the quality aspects, the levels of business operations and competitiveness. They also established the relation among the readiness to invest in knowledge, training and development from the aspect of quality. They also learned that companies, which raised employees' awareness on achieving quality, recognize the importance of quality as the factor of business operations improvement, while the companies without raised awareness often have dissatisfied employees. The explanations of the impact of knowledge and quality on the improvement of business relations and competitiveness provided guidelines to company managers so they can start acting in such a way to raise the level of awareness by including all the employees in attaining quality as a common goal.
The objectives of the research are realized, and its results show statistically important relations among the level of business relations, knowledge improvement and quality aspects, and thus confirmed hypotheses.
The mentioned research results indicate that improvement of quality aspects in company goes along with the improvement of business operations and competitiveness. Effective management system in a company requires the adequate role of human resources. The employees are being trained and informed on necessary quality standards in companies in Serbia, but not to necessary extent and in proper way. Although the great share of companies stated they execute the training programs and raise employees' awareness on quality, the very essence and philosophy of quality is not fully accepted in Serbian companies. Quality must become personal responsibility of all employees. Managers in companies have to motivate workers to participate in teamwork in order to achieve quality and to carry out constant enhancements. The implementation of the quality system in company will not conduce to the improvement of business performances if there are no substantial changes in philosophy and method of business operations. Raising awareness on attaining quality in Serbian companies and changing the method and philosophy of business operations represent the connection between knowledge and quality as two substantial sources of competitive advantage and enhancement of business operations. Only with the adequate training and education on quality, by changing the former way of business operations and by accepting teamwork as the basis for quality achieving, Serbian companies will accomplish effective quality system, and thus provide higher level of business operations and competitiveness.
Taking into consideration the specific features of the transitional economies, such as Serbian economy covered by the research, the research results can help the economies that face the same problems. Moreover, they can be useful for further researches in this field and analyze the adequate aspects of professional training and development, which would have important effect on enhancement of quality aspects, as well as on coordination of learning process with the organization's objectives regarding quality improvement.
